Tie Ba 


ee 


Edkorial Om ihudsran 


“Post bungles story. Read all about it— 
‘in the Post.” The newsboys didn’t hawk it 
-that way, but that was the way it looked 
.to more than one discomfited veteran of 
the Washington Post city room. Jn a 
‘signed column on the editorial page of 


the Nov. 30 Post, assistant managing 
“editor Richard Harwood explained in 


~ detail nak his newspaper can take rou- 


tine stories and blow them out of all 
proportion, “Lhe tendency to make big 
pictures s oul of small facts,” he concluded, 
“is so commonplace that it often appears 
to be a beatitude in itself.” 

Specifically, arwood took the Post to 
task for two recent stories, one overplay- 
ing a Pentagon report issued four weeks 


Marwood (lft) in ae Post's s city room: By C God, we're not perfect’ 


ago, and ‘ihe other 
U.S. governors’ phones have been 
“buggecl”—possibly by governmental 
agencies. In the first instance, Harwood 
pointed out, the Post ran a story— 
under the headline, “Military Wits LBJ 
on. Vietnam”--by an Associated Press re- 
porter who had no time to read the full 
report, The next day, the paper followed 


alleging that most 


“up with a staff-written articlo--and both 


pieces, in Warwood’s view, unjustifiably 
concluded that the report attacked Pres- 
ident Johnson’s handling of the war. On 
the bugging story, Harwood said, his pa- 
per hac allowed itself to be misled by 


- columnist Jack Anderson, who had not 


investigated “most governors” and had 
“made ‘much of little.” 
(nife: Por Harwood, who was recent- 


ly appointed the Post’s editorial “orn. 


budsman” with the assignment of re 
a 


fault with his own Appsaued ¢fporsRel 
controversial column was all in a day’s 
Work, But to the jouwmnalists who reported 
Hen tease Slanttag:. lm Avila. feel falt 
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like a knife in the back. Some staffers _ 


alarmed, “Dick’s on the 
shrugged one Post editor. “IJe’s 


were not so 
payroll,” 


got to convince the public he’s not a kept. 


critic. ‘he initial way to do that is to kick 
your own organization in the behind.” 
Harwood, a tough, 45-year-old ex- 
marine who once was national affairs 
editor for the Post, was handpicked to do 
the locking. He was the only staffer con- 
sidered for ombudsman when the Post's 
management erealed the fob in Septem- 
ber. “We are a big powerful institution in 
this socicly and by God we're not.per- 
fect,” says larwood, who now cata- 
logues the Post’s imperfections in a con- 
stant stream of private memoranda to 
publisher Katharine Graham, executive 
editor Benjamin Bradice and managing 
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editor Eugene Patterson. “My job is 
mainly monitoring the paper for fairness, 
balance and perspective. If I see some- 
thing wrong, and they agree with il, 
they pul out a4 memo and fix it.’ 
mbitious: Both Ilarwood and the 
ey of an editorial ombudsman came to 
the Post from the Louisville Courier-Jour- 
nal—Louisville ‘Limes. In 1966, the Jouis- 
ville sister papers appointed their first 
ombudsman—who functioned as a con- 
duit for reader complaints--and’ the same 
year Harwood Jcft their Washington bu- 
reau for the Vost’s national staff. The 
Post, however, has far more: ambitious 
plans for its ombudsman than were ever 
imagined in J.ouisville: Yor ‘one thing, 
Harwood is empowered to’ anticipate 
complaints. . ; 
As a result, larwood has succeeded 
in climinating Muhammad “Ali’s “slave 


and “hard Wat” Te hae aleg monilored 


all reader complaints, including a Joud 
onc from the Justice Department that 
resulled in a front-page apology to At- 
torncy Gencral John Mitchell, who had 
been misquoted by the paper. What the 
Post is secking, in the words of one of 
Harwood’s columns, is “a new period of 


introspection, self-analysis and perhaps 
even candor in the news industry.” 

So far, Tarwood’s most controversial 
achievements have been his published 
columns on “problems and controversies 
in news coverage.” He had written four 
prior to last week’s bombshell: the first 
explained the reasoning behind the se- 
lection of newsphotos; the second ridi: 
culed the much-bungled “Presidential 
backgrounder” briefings; the third pon- 
dered the power of the press in general; 
the fourth—-and by far the best—was a 
droll cffort, “Columnists on the Mean- 
ings, If Any, of Mlections.” In it, Harwood 
poked fun at the pundits’ contiadictor y 
election postmortems and outraged some 
of the Post’s syndicated giants, 

Up the Wall: Reader reaction to Tar- 
wood’s columns has not been great, 
though one subscriber did write in to say 


’ that the piece on the power of the press 


despise having 


“did more than anything in recent years 
to make me a bit more confident in the 
Post as a newspaper.” Newsroom reac- 
tion, on the other hand, has been pro- 
nounced. “For some unknown. reason,” 
says one veteran editor, “newspapermen 
mistakes corrected in 


‘ print, The mere fact of confirming error 


Just sends them up the wall.” And al 

other top Post editor admits that “Har- 
wood is beginning to create some uncasi- 
ness in the cily room. A few people are 
tightening their seat belts.” 

“Indeed, t the problem of staff anguish 
over Harwood’s critical columns was 
thoroughly aired at a recent editorial 
summit conference, where various pro- 
cedures aimed = guarantceing a report- 
er’s right of reply were discussed. Bul 
even that may not satisfy everyone. “Tt 
remains to be scen if these critiques are 
useful, ” says national cditor Ben Bagdik- 
jan. “They depend on the judiciousness 


_of the ombudsman-and whether he is 


accepted by all parties as judicious, | Oth- 
erwise it scts up a cat-and-dog fight.” 

The Post's editorial page editor, Philip 
Goyclin, agrees that Ifarwood’s criticisrns 
could raise staffers” tempers but sees 
some virtue in this. “Yhe whole point is 
for us to take our lumps,” says Geyelin. 
“In the course of the bloodletting we 
help to explain our business to the pub- 
lic.” Harwood himself believes that he is: 
“fecling his way” through his ‘first himps 
well cnough to salisfy his seniors on the 
Post, and executive editor Ben Bradlee 
backs him up. Says Bradlee: “We saw 
the pitfalls, the troubles that would come 
up when we began to crilicize the Post. 
Sure, there’s some discomfort among 
members of the staff about Dick’s job. 


se.2004/09/28 : :CGUA-RDP88h01 344RODOZ00380N05LEmembers think it’s ex- 


‘sports cohunns, and he hopes to end the 
_injudicious use of such labels as “hippie” 


ciling--even noble. It must be. made to | 
work and it will, Just bee cause’ its hard 
docs’t mean we chonldn’t do it’ 


